It is generally recognized that our teeth are in poor condition, and there is sound evidence to support this common opinion. One must question, however, the statements of those who claim that this condition is becoming worse, as well as of those who hold that it is improving. "Health Service" enthusiasts are likely to see good results coming from their "dental-care" programs, but pessimists are just as ready to provide a good argument for the view that there is a continual deterioration of the teeth. Sound statistical studies of the frequency and severity of dental caries or periodontal disease in different periods of American history are still wanting. Even the more recent reports contribute little information concerning this subject. We do not yet know whether or not our teeth are better or worse than were teeth at any previous period. The teeth of American troops in World War II were found to be shockingly bad, as was also true in World War I. Of this we are reasonably certain.
But reports of comparative studies of the condition of the teeth of Americans are unreliable from a scientific standpoint whether these reports appeared in early, middle, or late historical times.
There are certain facts concerning dental caries, however, which are acceptable. It is clear that some races have a much lower incidence of this disease than have others. Sound dentitions are commonly found among primitive races and also in certain ancient peoples, especially in mongoloid races such as the Chinese, Japanese, Eskimos, and American Indians. Dentists have been inclined to associate breakdown of the teeth with the advance of industrialization. The refinement of flour and of sugar and the great increase in their use are believed to have caused the severest damage.
In view of the foregoing, it is of interest to consider three statements bearing on this subject which have come to the writer's attention. References to the works containing these statements are found in Esther Forbes' excellent book Paul Revere and the World He Lived In.
These statements concern the condition of the teeth among people living in northern parts of Colonial America. The earliest one of these reports was published in 1674, the second in 1753-61, and the third in 1781. They were written by three men, who, certainly for their time, traveled extensively in this country.;
The first of these three was John Josselyn, who came to this country from England.
John Josselyn (fl. 1675) August the 6th Very early in the morning we resumed our voyage, and after a few hours sailing we came to the mouth of the Thames, where we turned into the channel and sailed along the Kentish coast, which consists of steep and almost perpendicular chalk hills, covered at the top with some soil and a fine verdure, and including strata of flint, such as are frequently found in this type of chalk hills in the rest of England. And we were delighted in seeing on them excellent grain fields, covered for the greatest part with ripening wheat.
At six o'clock at night we arrived at Deal, a small well-known town, situated at the entrance of a bay exposed to the southern and easterly winds. Here commonly the outward bound ships provide themselves with greens, fresh victuals, brandy, and many more articles. This trade, a fishery, and in the last war the equipping of privateers, has enriched the inhabitants.
August the 8th At three o'clock we tided down the channel, passed Dover, and saw plainly the opinion confirmed of the celebrated Camden, in his Brittania, that here England had formerly been joined to France and Flanders by an isthmus. Both shores form here two opposite points; and both are formed by the same chalk hills, with the same configuration, so that a person acquainted with the English coasts and approaching those of Picardy afterwards, without knowing them to be such, would certainly take them to be the English one.
August the 9th -12th
We tided and alternately sailed down the channel and passed Dungness, Fairlight, the Isle of Wight, Portsmouth, the Peninsula of Portland and Bolthead, a point behind which Plymouth lies, and during all this time we had a very little wind.
August the 13th and 14th.
Towards night we sailed out of the English channel into the Bay of Biscay...
September the 13th
Captain Lawson, who kept his bed for the greater part of the voyage, on account of an indisposition, assured us yesterday that we,were to all appearances very near America: but as the mate was of a different opinion, and as the sailors could see no land from the head of the mast, nor find ground by the lead, we steered on direcdy towards the land. About three o'clock in the morning the captain gave orders to heave the lead, and we found but ten fathoms; the second mate himself took the lead and called out ten and fourteen fathoms, but a moment afterwards the ship struck on the sand, and this shock was followed by four other very violent ones. The consternation was incredible; and very jusdy might it be so; for there were above eighty persons on board, and the ship had but one (life) boat; but happily our vessel got off again, after having been turned. At daybreak, which followed soon after (for the accident happened half an hour past four), we saw the continent of America within a Swedish mile* before us: the coast was whitish, low, and higher up covered with pines. We found out that the sandbar we stmck lay opposite Arcadia in Maryland, in thirty-seven degrees fifty minutes north latitude.
There follows an interesting account of his trip up the Delaware River.
September the 14th
. . .In the early evening we passed by Newcasde, a litde town on the western shore of the Delaware River. It was already so dark that we hardly Six English miles.
knew it except for the light which appeared through some of the windows. The Dutch are said to have been the first founders of this place which is therefore -reckoned the oldest in the country, even older than Philadelphia. But its trade can by no, means be compared with that of Philadelphia, though its location has more advantages in several respects, one of which is that the river seldom freezes there and consequently ships can come in and go out at any time. Near Philadelphia it is covered with ice almost every winter so that navigatiqn is interrupted for a few weeks. But since the country about this city and farther up *is highly cultivated, and the people bring all their goods to that place, Newcastle must always be inferior to it. I mentioned that the Dutch laid the foundations of this town. This happened at a time when the territory was still subject to Sweden.* Later the Dutch crept in and intended by degrees to dispossess the Swedes as a people who had taken possession of their property. They succeeded in their attempt, for the Swedes, not being able to bear this encroachment, came to a war in which the Dutch won. But they did not enjoy the fruits of their victory long; for a few years afterwards (1664) the English came and deprived them of their acquisition and have ever since continued in the undisturbed possession of the country. Somewhat later at night we cast anchor, the pilot not venturing to guide the ship up the river in the dark, several sandbars being in the way.
September the 15th At dawn we weighed anchor and continued our voyage up the river. The country was inhabited almost everywhere, on both sides. The farmhouses were, however, rather far apart. About eight o'clock in the morning we sailed by the litde town of Chester on the western side of the river. In this town our mate, who was born in Philadelphia, showed me the place which the Swedes still inhabit.
At last we arrived in Philadelphia about ten o'clock in the morning. We had not been more than six weeks, or (to speak more accurately) not quite forty-one *days on our voyage from Gravesend to this place, including the time we spent at Deal in supplying ourselves with the necessary fresh provisions, etc. Our voyage was therefore reckoned one of the shortest. It was common in winter time to be fourteen, nineteen or more weeks in coming from Gravesend to Philadelphia. Hardly anybody ever had a more pleasant voyage over this great ocean than we. Captain Lawson affirmed this several times. Nay, he assured us he had never seen such calm weather on this ocean, though he crossed it often. The wind was generally so favorable that a boat of a middling size might have sailed in perfect safety. The sea never went over our cabin and but once over the deck, and that was only a swell. The weather was, indeed, so clear that a great number of the Germans on board slept on the deck. The cabin windows did not need the shutters. All these are circumstances which show the uncommon quality of the weather. In Canada he noted:
The diseases which ravage the Indians are rheumatism and pleurisy, which arise from their being obliged frequendy to lie in the wet parts of the woods at night, from the sudden changes of heat and cold, to which the air is exposed here, and from their being frequently loaded with too great a quantity of strong liquor, in which case they commonly lie down naked in the open air, without any regard to the season or the weather. Of these diseases, pleurisy especially is likewise very common among the French here.
His description of the condition of the teeth among American
Colonists is of special interest here. On November 30 he wrote under the heading:
Teeth. It has been observed that the Europeans in North America, whether they were born in Sweden, England, Germany, Holland, or in North America, of European parents, always lost their teeth much sooner than usual. The women especially were subject to this disagreeable fact; the men did not suffer so much from it. Girls not above twenty years old frequently had lost half their teeth, without any hopes of getting new ones. I have attempted to determine the causes of this early loss of the teeth, but I know not whether I have hit upon the true one. Many people are of the opinion that the air of this country hurts the teeth. So much is certain, that the weather can nowhere be subject to more frequent and sudden changes; for the end of a hot day often turns out piercing cold and vice versa. Yet this change of weather cannot be looked upon as having any effect upon the shedding of the teeth, for the Indians prove the contrary. They live in the same air, and always keep their teeth in a fine, white condition as long as they live. This I have seen myself and have been assured of by everybody. Others ascribe it to the great quantities of fruit and sweetmeats which are here eaten. But I have known many people who never eat any fruit, and still have hardly a tooth left.
I then began to suspect the tea, which is drunk here in the morning and afternoon, especially by women, and is so common at present that there is hardly a farmer's wife or poor woman who does not drink tea in the morning. I was confirmed in this opinion when I took a journey through some parts of the country which were still inhabited by Indians. For Major General Johnson told me at that time, that several of the Indians who lived dose to the European settlements had learned to drink tea. And it has been observed that such of the Indian women as accustomed themselves too much to this beverage had in the same manner as the European woman lost their teeth prematurely, though they had formerly been quite sound. Those again who had-not used tea had preserved their teeth strong and sound to a great age.
I found afterwards that the use of tea could not entirely cause this condition. Several young women who lived in this country but were born in Europe, complained that they had lost most of their teeth after they had come to America. I asked whether they did not think that it arose from the frequent use of tea, as it was known that strong tea, as it were, entered into and corroded the teeth. But they answered that they had lost their teeth before they had begun to drink tea. Continuing my inquiries I found at last a sufficient cause for it. Each of these women owned that they were accustomed to eat everything hot, and nothing was good in their opinion unless they could eat it as soon as it had come from the fire. This was likewise the case with the women in the country who lost their teeth much sooner and more generally than the men. They drank tea in greater quantity and much oftener, in the morning and even at noon, when the employment of the men would not allow them to sit at the tea- When the pains come from the hollowness of the teeth, the following remedy is said to have had a good effect; a little cotton is put at the bottom of a tobacco pipe; the tobacco is put on top of it, and lighted; and you smoke till it is almost burnt up. By smoking, the oil of the tobacco gets into the cotton, which is then taken out and applied to the teeth as hot as it can be borne.
The chief remedy of the Iroquois for the toothache caused by hollow teeth I heard from Captain Lindsey's wife at Oswego. She assured me that she knew from her own experience that the remedy was effectual. They take the seed capsules of the Virginian anemone, as soon as the seed is ripe, and rub them in pieces. It will then be rough, and look like cotton. This cottonlike substance is dipped into strong brandy, and then put into the hollow tooth, which commonly ceases to ache soon after. The brandy is biting or sharp, and the seeds of the anemone, as most seeds of the Polyandria polygynia class of plants, are bitter. They therefore, both together, help to assuage the pain; and this remedy is much like the former. Besides, we have many seeds which have the same qualities as the American anemone.
The following treatment was much in vogue against the toothache which is attended with swelling; they boil gruel, or corn-meal and milk; to this they add, while it is yet over the fire some lard or other suet and stir it well, that everything may mix equally. The gruel is put on a piece of doth and applied as hot as possible to the swelled cheek, where it is kept till it is cool again. I have found that this remedy has been very efficacious against a swelling; as it lessens the pain, abates the swelling, opens a gathering, if there be any, and procures a good discharge of pus.
Sometimes a toothache is caused by hollow and decayed teeth; in such a case it was said to be best to have them pulled. But one should then practice caution because the pains like to move to the next tooth. Therefore, the patient, before the tooth is pulled, should take something to cause a sweat. Against toothache caused by cold the sweating was one of the best cures.
I have seen the Iroquois boil the inner bark of the Sambucus Canadensis, or Canada elder, and put it on that part of the cheek in which the pain was most violent. This, I am told, often diminishes the pain.
Among the Iroquois, or Five Nations, on the Mohawk River, I saw a young Indian woman, who by frequent drinking of tea had gotten a violent toothache. To cure it she boiled the Myrica aspleniifolia, and tied it, as hot as she could bear it, on the whole cheek. She said that remedy had often cured the toothache before.
The official Swedish account of Kalm Here are three independent accounts by observers, who came not especially to study the state of dental health in the Colonies. Apparently, however, the appalling condition of the inhabitants' teeth forced itself upon their attention.
Two of these men comment on the fine teeth of the American Indians. All three agreed that the teeth of the white women seemed to be worse than those of the white men. Furthermore, it is possible that these observers were more critical of the appearance of the women than of the men. A thicket of whiskers such as were commonly cultivated in those times would, of course, effectively conceal missing teeth.
The early loss of teeth was most likely the result, chiefly, of dental caries, although periodontal disease, possibly associated with scurvy, may have accounted for some of the destruction.
Among the American Colonial population there was, of course, a certain proportion of people who had come to the country from overseas. One may assume that many of these people suffered more or less from scurvy after a long sea voyage.
No doubt modern dentistry has done much to preserve the teeth in recent generations; but there is reason to believe that most of the destructive influences, which were operative among Colonial Americans, are still undermining our teeth.
Despite all that has been said in modern times concerning the cause of dental caries and periodontal disease, their etiologies have not been established. Few if any scientific data have been found to support the statements of those who claim that dental caries can be controlled by altering the nutrition, that is, the metabolism of the tooth; or of those who claim that common gingivitis (bleeding gums) is the result of vitamin C deficiency. However, diet may be a contributing factor in the causation of these diseases. There is reasonably good evidence, drawn from both experimental study and experience in practice, to support the theory that fermentation by bacteria of carbohydrate foods lodged on the surface of the tooth plays a conspicuous r6le in the initiation of dental caries as well as in the progressive destruction of tooth substance by this process. It is also well recognized that decomposing food or other deposits on the surface of the tooth in contact with the gingiva may cause irritation, ulceration, and later, progressive destruction of the supporting tissues of the teeth.
It is customary for modern dentists to recommend a balanced diet of coarse natural foods, low in carbohydrate and high in vitamin content. The diet of the Colonists was probably somewhat iri line with this recommendation. Their diet was probably not unlike that of other settlers in this country from earliest times up to the latter part of the nineteenth century. According to Peter Kalm the inhabitants of Philadelphia shipped to the West Indies "almost every day a quantity of flour, butter, meat, and other victuals." One might assume that they also consumed some of the same kinds of food. Kalm states further that "in return they received either sugar, molasses, rum, indigo, mahogany, and other goods or ready money." Their staple foods were likely such items as whole-grain flour, butter, eggs, milk, meat, fish, fowl, and game. Meats were preserved by salting, pickling, drying, and smoking.' Fresh meat, fish, fowl, and game were only available immediately following the killing of the animal. Vegetables were fresh in the summer and fall, and preserved mainly in cellars for the winter and spring. There was probably only a limited supply of fresh fruits and berries in the summer and fall and preserved ones for consumption in winter and spring. Storage and over-cooking may have destroyed much essential nutrient material. Certainly, there was less processing of milled grain, less refining of food in general, and practically no commercial preparation or preservation as we know it today. The generous use of pure crystalline sugar and refined white flour was not common until late in the nineteenth century. Yet apparently American Colonials suffered greatly from early loss of teeth.
The foregoing suggests that a study of the writings, such as these reports of early travelers to this country, as well as the early American literature, including letters, documents, account books, and other records, might yield much interesting information concerning the general health and condition of the teeth as well as of the food habits of the American Colonists.
